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ABSTRACT

This thesis investigates cross-cultural and social
dynamics between China and the West by
challenging and playing with different cultural
conventions and restrictions. The work shares
the experience of leaving a familiar environment
and adapting to a strikingly different culture.
The gaps, distances and misunderstandings
inherent in communication across cultural
divides are used to construct new environments
encompassing language, time and space that
reconcile these dissonances. In particular, I
view daily, yet unfamiliar patterns of learning,
eating, sleeping, and longing, map the
experience of an international student’s life.
Although the form of my works varies, from
glass sculpture to participatory projects, from
video to performance, the same themes emerge
throughout this thesis: using the culture gap
between two societies to build new crosscultural experiences.
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LANGUAGE
S AY M Y N A M E
OSMOSIS

In my experience, language is a tool of crosscultural communication.1 It has an intimate
relationship with identity, the environment we
are in, and the people around us. When the
languages are different, and translation has to
be resorted to communicate; the potential for
misunderstandings increases.2 This language gap
is what I am researching. Say My Nameis my first
work that relates to language. Osmosis is another
project that came from difficult language learning
experiences. I use language as material to explore
the issue of cross-cultural communication
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Zking Liang,
Zching Liang,
Zking Lian,
Zqueen Lian,
Ziqin Liang…
However, my name is
梁子勍 (Ziqing Liang.)

Say My Name
video
2014.5
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S AY M Y N A M E

Say My Name, is a video that focuses on the
transformation of identity through the lens of a
different context and culture. In the short video
segments, I approach strangers and show them
a card with the English passport translation of
my name and ask them to attempt to pronounce
it. For strangers who l think might be Chinese,
I present them with a different card with my
Chinese name. If the person cannot read it,
I show them the English version. As each
consecutive interviewee fails to say the Chinese
syllables correctly, I explore how my identity is
perceived through strangers.
I have an unusual given name. When I was
a child, the last word of my given name “勍” was
handwritten on my identity card, because it was
not supported by the ministry’s computers. This
word in my name comes from ancient Chinese
poetry. Most Chinese people don’t know this
word. Sometimes I am pretty sure that the people
who meet me for the first time do not know
how to read my name. My high school Chinese
language and literature teacher pronounced
my name right when we first met, because he
21
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checked the dictionary before he called my name.
My dad chose this name because he likes the
powerful meaning of the name that has beautiful
pronunciation for a girl. I am quite attached to my
given name, “子勍”. I never think about changing
my name or giving myself an ordinary English
name, even though it has become difficult to
introduce myself in America. Many of my Asian
friends have changed their names to American
names when they moved because English
speakers have a lot of difficulty with Chinese
phonetics characters. Most non-Chinese speakers
cannot distinguish between the four tones that
play an important role in Chinese language. Any
mispronunciation in tone can causesignificant
shifts in meaning. So when someone pronounces
someone else’s name in a different tone, you
are not just pronouncing the name incorrectly,
you are taking something away from that person.
For that reason, many Chinese students adopt
a totally new English name when they come to
America. However, I continue to use my name as
it is written in my passport even though most of
Americans cannot pronounce it. My name in the
23
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passport is reversed to the western order (given
name, then family name). Also it is spelled in a
Chinese Pinyin romanization system instead of
English phonetic system. In the English language,
it does not exist as the same syllable as my
given name at all. “q” is pronounced completely
different. This is one of the main reasons that
Americans have difficulty reading my name. In
China, I had never thought about the topic of
identity, but here, in America, the issue of my
name has made me identify myself as a Chinese
citizen even more than before.
A name does inform one’s identity.
It is important for everyone. When people
mispronounce my name, I subconsciouslyfeel
that I do not have ownership of my name. And I
do not get to decide what I am called. Of course,
our names are linked to our sense of self. To
be careless with someone’s name is a show of
disrespect. When I asked the strangers to read
my name, some of them did not want to read it,
because they knew that they cannot pronounce
my name right. On the other hand, I am very
interested in exploring myself-identity in the way
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that people know me that I never know. I feel
that as long as someone calls me a lovely name,
whether it is Zching or others, I am open to a
variety of versions of my name. I understand how
difficult it is for people to say my name correctly.
After doing this project, I realized that the way
other people pronounce my name does not
affect my ownership of it. Thus, my sense of self
became stronger, as I started to rely less on other
people's definitions of myself. In this project,
most people were very friendly. And many people
asked, “Did I pronounce it right?” To be honest at
that point, they did not.

However, isn’t that
what makes this project
interesting?
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Gabriel Orozco
Piedra que cede (Yielding Stone)
1992
Plasticine
14.5 × 15.5 × 16" (36.8 × 39.4 × 40.6 cm)
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I always try to include elements of humor in my
works. The artist Gabriel Orozco inspires me to
regard poignancy with humor. Along with the use
of common objects and simple gestures, lyricism
and humor are spread throughout his works.
Orozco’s Piedra que cede (Yielding Stone) makes
me look afresh at myself and the world around
me.
To make this piece, Orozco shaped nearly 150 pounds of
plasticine (equal approximately to his own body weight) into a ball and
pushed it through the streets of New York City. In the process, dirt and
detritus from the streets were embedded in the surface of this malleable
material.3 A stone is vulnerable to the city. Like the stone, we are all
transformed by the environment around us and our experiences through
life. Orozco’s Yielding Stoneincludes the individual in the public, explores
art spaces beyond the gallery or the museum. “I was very interested
in showing my work to the public… I try to make language confront
reality, the reality of the street and what goes on there. That’s how I’ve
developed a lot of my artistic activities.”4 Orozco said. “What is most
important is not so much what people see in the gallery or the museum,
but what people see after looking at these things, how they confront
reality again”5 Nicolas Bourriard in his Relational Aesthetics refers to
some of Orozco’s works, “They record this silent, still life nowadays
formed by relationships with the other.”6 Rather than using a big
gesture, Orozco uses simple objects that symbolize his own body in his
art, which allows him to engage on a more intimate level with individuals
in the audience. In the conversation with Carmen Boullosa, Orozco’s
words speak to the heart of my own works, “I wanted to leave the mark
of the human body, the mark of my own body, but I wasn’t interested in
affirming a particular race, gender, creed, or anything like that. I wanted
to leave that space open, to be occupied by that someone else who is
looking at my work.”7
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Exhibition Photograph
Sol Koffler Gallery, Providence, RI
2015.2
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Exhibition Photograph
Sol Koffler Gallery, Providence, RI
2015.2
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OSMOSIS

When I was a child, I heard
about a way to get a really
good grade on a test. That is,
when you put the textbook
under your pillow and take a
nap on it, suddenly you wake
up knowing everything. The
thought is that the information
of the text book will
seepthrough the pillow and into
your head. How nice it would
be if it were not a joke. As we
all know, studying by osmosis
does not exist. However, it
could happen with art.
37

Burn
glass, paper, pillow
18 × 24 inches
2014.11
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Osmosis is an installation work: five glass
pillows are arranged on the floor.They are no
longer functional. They are placed to absorb
knowledge and can hold one’s wishes.
Learning in English is very difficult for me.
English does not have practical usefulness in my
daily life in China. I grew up in Northern China.
It is not like the situation in Hong Kong, where
English is completely integrated into the Chinese
way of life. This is the difference between
“learning English” and “learning in English”.
Today, I am learning art at RISD where the
graduate program demands an impossible English
reading load for me.
I was pondering what if I could absorb
knowledge not only through reading the English
texts, but also through osmosis, just like sleeping
on the pillow.
Osmosis, is a series of sculptures that
explore how to infuse concept into glass material
and allow the material to speak. It wrestles with
my real-world challenges both in language and art,
and pushes beyond the bounds to the unknown.
Centrally it asks questions of myself and the
39
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Feather Pillow
glass, feather, paper, pillow
18 x 24 inches
2014.11
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work, experiments with glass as a material
and brings to surface many new questions and
answers. How will the glass material react with
language? Will viewers understand what I’m
conveying through glass? With such difficult
questions to answer, I read Glenn Adamson’s
Thinking Through Craft. An anecdote about
Bernard Leach inspired me:
Bernard worked in a part of the shop
that was away from the rest of us. He had a
separate studio upstairs, and so we didn't
actually see him making pots so much. But
when he wanted to decorate his ware, it had
to come down to the glazing room, where
the pigments and slips and so forth were for
decorating. And one day he brought down
about three boards full of pots, 20 pots, let's
say, and then he got called away to the phone,
and we, of course, all went into the glazing
room to see what he had brought down, and
we were able to pick up and handle his work.
And there was a man who worked in the
pottery, Bill Marshall, and Bill was technically
the best thrower in the pottery. He could work
41
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with more clay; he could shape it quickly and
easily and throw very well. And Bill looked at
all these pots and picked them up and handled
them and so on. And he finally said something
which shocked us, but I guess I would have to
have agreed with it. He said, “Bernard can't
throw worth a damn.” And we all thought, oh,
well. And then Bill finished his statement. He
said, “But he makes better pots than any of
us.”8
Three years ago, I graduated from a
university within the department called Art and
Crafts in China before I came to America. I
focused on glass a lot. In Chinese language, craft
can be translated and separated into two words,
the first is skill, the second is art. This is the
sequence of how craft is perceived, and how I
worked before. My works are changing. I always
struggle between glasswork as art and the art of
glasswork as craft. My question arose in my own
art practice as both an artist and glass crafter. It is
revealed more clearly to me after reading Thinking
Through Craft. Craft is defined in a broader
sense in my mind now. Craft is aboutprocess,
42

Osmosis
glass, paper, pillow
18 x 24 inches
2014.11
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Pattern Pillow
glass, pillow
18 x 24 inches
2014.11
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an approach, not about objects, techniques. It is
considered within the bigger context of all kinds
of art.In Glenn Adamson’s Thinking Through
Craft, craft is treated as an idea, which I agree
with. Craft is not a defined practice but a way of
thinking through practices of all kinds.Adamson
writes about craft as an approach, an attitude, or a
habit of action. Craft only exists in motion.
My work Osmosis where I focus on the
glass crafts of kiln casting and cold working.
Osmosis consists of five glass pillows that look
soft and fluffy, which sit atop real white pillows
on the floor. Viewers are invited to walk around
the pillows, one of which is especially translucent.
When the viewers first look at it, they see that
there are some faint English texts on the surface
of this pillow. However, when they actually try to
read the words and move their body closer, they
find that there are Chinese words underneath the
English words. They try to read the other parts
of the texts. What they saw before disappears
with their body movement. Then the viewer sees
some new words, sometimes English, sometimes
Chinese. The English and Chinese texts are
47

Osmosis
glass, paper
video
2014.12
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etched into the glass surface through the process
of sandblasting. When two pieces of glass are
slumped in the kiln and fused together, the
interactivity of the English and Chinese language
on different layers of glass create an illusory
effect where incomprehensible language becomes
comprehensible.
Sandwiched in between two layers in
another glass pillow are my actual English
readings from past classes. When viewers look at
the text in this glass pillow they only see a small
part of the contents at the edge of the pillow.
Most of the papers are burned out, and have left
a big area of black ash. Only a small amount of
fragments remain in between the glass. Despite
this the texts on the papers seem to seep into
the glass. The highlighted black texts are hidden
among the ash.
I used the same approach to make the
glass pillow with feathers. Viewers can still see
the feather’s fine details, even after it has gone
through the heating process. The black burnout
from the feathers are, in my mind, proof of the
osmosis process.
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Glass Pillow
glass, paper, pillow
18 x 24 inches
2014.11
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I made a video using
another glass pillow where I
read aloud a text scripted by
myself, in my natural accent.
The text is taken from a class
reading about childhood
memory. The surfaces of the
glass pillow are mirrored. At
first viewers can only see
their own reflection on the
glass pillow. However,upon
closer viewing, it looks like a
transparent glass that allows
the viewers to read the text
inside the glass. For the sound
of this video, the audience can
only hear some incomplete
sentences, phrases, or even
individual words in my Chinese-English accent. I
was struggling to recognize and read the elusive
text in the glass pillow, at the end of the video,
my voice becomes more and more faint, and
then finally, I fall asleep on the pillow. This video
illustrates a very awkward attempt to understand
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WINDOW
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Learning, eating, sleeping, and longing—my art
works relate to everyday actions. While people
are sleeping in reverie at one end of the globe,
on the opposite end other people are active
in daytime. Although everyday actions may be
considered mundane, routine, natural or habitual,
my everyday actions are not normal. Beyond the
similarities of everyday actions, my art projects—
Temperature Conversion, Window, 6765 Miles
Away, Menu, and Cooking Hot Night— present
my uncommon everyday actions with my personal
memories and senses. I take a fresh look at
daily life changed by geographic and cultural
transference. From temperature systems to
food, my works explore the impact of culture and
society by exploring my personal experience with
everyday actions in America.
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Temperature Conversion
video
2014.10
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Temperature Conversion
represents video footage in
which I perform temperature
conversions from Fahrenheit
to Celsius. In the video,
I struggle to remember
each conversion within a
compressed period of time.
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The Fahrenheit scale is the primary temperature
scale in the United States. However, I only
really dealt with it briefly in a physics class in
middle school. How can I take any temperature
given in degrees Fahrenheit and convert it to a
temperature in degrees Celsius? The conversion
formula is the first thing that comes to my mind:
temperature in degrees Celsius= (temperature in
degrees Fahrenheit - 32) / 1.8. How hard it is to
remember and use? Life is not like a mathematic
problem. I am not interested in accuracy beyond
the first decimal point, but in the idea of being
good enough in everyday situations and telling my
parents on the other side of the world who use
the other temperature scale to describe frightful
weather and delightful fire in the winter. Before
I actually learned the temperature conversion,
when they asked me how cold the weather was,
I stared blankly and was not able to give them a
confident answer.
In an attempt to give myself a good sense
of temperature, I asked myself to experience
different temperatures in Fahrenheit, and to
memorize what they actually feel like. I had the
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intention to only watch the weather forecast
with the Fahrenheit scale everyday, and chose
weather-appropriate outfits based on my
understanding of the temperature. I took careful
notes from the beginning of the fall semester, and
kept track of what I wore by taking pictures, and
then what I wished I had worn by making notes
on the pictures of when I felt too cold or too hot.
One example is when I wore a sweater when the
temperature was 82 degrees Fahrenheit. After I
converted the temperature into Celsius scale, it
became 28 degrees. I realized that I just need a
t-shirt.
I continued to develop the idea of
temperature by designing a quiz for an audience.
In Temperature Quiz, I take on the role of
examiner and begin to ask the audience what
are the temperatures of ten commonsituations
in our life.The audience was divided into
two groups,with each asked to answer the
temperature of the object according to both the
Celsius and Fahrenheit scale.Some questions
asked common knowledge like the freezing
point of water: 0 degree Celsius, or 32 degree
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Temperature Conversion
video
2014.10

Fahrenheit is the melting point of ice. However,
some questions really dependedon the individual’s
habit, like “room temperature”. The teams
consulted for a few minutes to develop an answer
that everyone could agree on. The “correct
answer” was given after they answered. My air
conditioner in the winter is set to 77 degrees
Fahrenheit or 25 degrees Celsius because I really
like a warm environment instead of wearing a
thick sweater inside the house. However, some
people set their thermostat at about 60 degrees
60

Fahrenheit or 20 degrees Celsius, because it is
economical and helps save the environment.
The last question: “the storage temperature
for chocolate” determines the winner. Actually,
both groups were judged equal winners and
given chocolates at the end of the quiz. In my
previous work, Say My Name, I came to accept
how different people would pronounce my name
differently, and saw how these variations made
for an interesting result. As in life, temperature
is not just a number, it comes down to personal
preference. In this quiz project, I chose to let the
audience become fully engaged, and leftthem to
discuss the answers. The reward they received
was chocolate, and in return, I received an
understanding of the temperature orientations
within everyone’s minds.
The quiz project refers to the concept
of translation, from a sensation to a physical
property, from one temperature scale to the
other. Translation is the communication of the
meaning of a source-language text by means
of an equivalent target-language text.9Beyond
the linguistic term, translation can be explained
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in a broader way:the act of changing, travel, or
transformation between the original matter and
target matter. Translation is a versatile concept
that has been increasingly connecting linguistics
with other fields, especially art. With this concept,
translation is not only from one language to
another but also from one object to another, from
onematter to another.
Nina Katchadourian is an artist who
demonstrates, in her artwork, a serious interest
in both translation in language and other fields.
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Learning Temperature
photograph
marker
2014.9

Her work Translation Exercise, comments on the
limits of language in describing the natural world.
To create this piece, Katchadourian selected a
small rock from her parent’s garden in California.
Then, she writes on her website, while traveling
among the various Finnish islands, “I searched for
a rock that resembled the one I had and switched
them, taking the new rock with me and leaving
the old one behind. This task was repeated on
each of the subsequent islands I went to.”10
Translation Exercise alludes to the concept of
translation in many ways, including in the use of
the word “translation” in the title. In linguistic
translation, Katchadourian described the project
in her website, “The last rock sits on a shelf,
like the period at the end of a sentence.”11The
fact that Katchadourian chose to do the project
in the Finnish islands, starting with a rock from
her parent’s home in California, is also significant
linguistically, for both places involve translation,
given that Katchadourian grew up bilingual in
63
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Temperature Quiz
projection
performance
2014.10
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California, and that Finland has two official
languages.
Beyond the linguistic translation,
Katchadourian writes on her website about the
openness of criteria for which rock resembled
the original. She acknowledges that the act
of switching rocks was sometimes hurried or
perfunctory due to circumstantial factors. Instead
of pretending that such situations didn’t happen,
she recorded and shared how they occurred.
Although the rocks have visible differences
in shape, color, and texture, especially when
the images of the rocks are shown side by
side in pairs, the openness and imperfection
of Katchadourian’s translation process does
not mean that it fails at the translation task.
Similarly, in my quiz project, there are no right
or wrong answers. Walter Benjamin in his essay
writes,“ The task of the translator consists in
finding the particular intention toward the target
language which produces in that language the
echo of the original.”12 It is not necessary to
translate literally from a rock to another rock.
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Actually, Katchadourian translated the rocks in
space and time, from California to Finland, from
one island to another, with the travel during
the summer. Katchadourian’s translation in
space and time carries thousands of words and
an extensive knowledge of geology. Amanda
Boetzkesdiscusses her view of ‘earth artists’
approach to the impossibility of representing the
earth: “In contemporary practice, nature is not
a site that is subjected to human signification; it
is present to the senses and, most importantly,
it appears in its resistance to being subsumed
into representation”.13 While Translation Exercise
works on a vastly smaller scale than the earth art
Boetzkes analyzes, Katchadourian’s project also
alludes to this “irreducibility”of the natural world,
whether through translation in language or in
sensation.Translation is not representational.
Nina Katchadourian
Translation Exercise
1993
Photographs,
typewritten text on vellum,
pen and ink,
wooden shelf with rock
dimensions variable
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Window
photograph, video, projection
installation
2015.10
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At 6:44 in the evening of Oct.14th, the time of
sunset, I turned on the light of my studio, looking
out of the window to see the skygetting dark.
At this very moment, a new picture of breakfast
was posted by my friend with a message, “Good
morning!”As I entered evening, my friend in China
was already in a new day.
Window is a projection project that focuses
on light, space, time, and longing. I set up my
studio in a darkened space with a video projector
on one wall and a projected image on the opposite
wall. These projections become a new form of
light, instead of the actual sunlight outside of
my studio. The video starts with black. When
I open the window in the video, the luminous
moving images form a transitional surface as light
becomes a space with depth. The anamorphic
image is extended infinitely, beyond the wall to
a far away space. The work is projected on the
wall in my studio. However, there is another
space here: the space of the viewer’s imagination,
which, for the viewer, is filled with scenes from
home.
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Do Ho Suh
Seoul Home/L.A. Home/New York Home/
Baltimore Home/London Home/Seattle
Home
1999
Silk
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I often look out of my studio window at
night. And sometimes I ask myself: What am I
looking at? I cannot find a straightforward answer.
The answer is: Both the scenery outside and
the place that is far away. Through the studio
window, I see the streetlights, the neon signs,
the cars, the sky. Spontaneously, an abstract
image of something from my memory arises as
well. When I turn around, I can see both my own
image and the window image projected on the
wall instead of the scenery outside. Light through
the windowcreates the anamorphic image, and
transmutes the time and space, from the scenery
to the memory.
The South Korean artist Do Ho Suh who
has spent most of his adult life abroad, explores
his personal sense of physical and cultural
displacement through his work and is known
for creating works that explore the issues of
separation, migration, sense of loss and longing.14
The artist chooses soft and translucent silk as the
material to build the mementoes of real spaces.
The art critic Adrian Searle visits Do Ho Suh’s
fabulous fabric flats, and writes,”Perhaps this
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insubstantiality reflects the mind of a man who is
as yet uncertain where he is, a life not so much
in exile as in transit, between countries, cultures,
languages.”15 Do Ho Suh spoke of his studio
experience in an interview he did with art21 in
2003, “The experience was about transporting
space from one place to the other—a way of
dealing with cultural displacement. And I don’t
really get homesick, but I’ve noticed that I have
this longing for this particular space, and I want to
recreate that space or bring that space wherever
I go.” 16 My works also refer to a similar feeling
of displacement, as Do Ho Suh said, “The space
I’m interested in is not only a physical one, but an
intangible, metaphorical, and psychological one.”17
With this idea in mind, I continue to deal with the
issue of space, time, and longing in more complex
ways, and in a variety of directions.

Window
photograph, video, projection
installation
2015.10
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Window
photograph, video, projection
installation
2015.10
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Window
photograph, video, projection
installation
2015.10
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6765 Miles Away
door, vinyl number, peephole, plexiglass, furnitures, photograph
performance
2015.12
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6765 Miles Away is a performance
installationwhere I created an optical illusion:
I disappear from my RISD studio and appear
in my home in China. The project came into
existence while I was researching the geographic
relationship between my home in China and my
studio in Providence. It is a really long distance
to my home. I asked myself a question: Can I
get back home instantaneously beyond time and
space? This question formed the basis for my
inquiry, the one that pushed me to make an art
project that allows the audience to experience
my longing. At another level, because of the
collaboration with my mother in this project, I felt
that I was closer to my home.
I had never thought that my works shared
a relationship with land art, which is an art
movement in which landscape and the work of art
are inextricably linked.18 However, I found some
interesting connections when I compared Robert
Smithson’s Corner Mirror with Coral with my
performance installation, 6765 Miles Away.
Set on the floor of MoMA, Smithson’s Corner
Mirror with Coral is constructed of three mirrors
83

Robert Smithson
Coner Mirror with Coral
1969
Mirrors and Coral
36 × 36 × 36" (91.5 × 91.5 × 91.5 cm)
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within a corner. “The structure is both lucid
and elusive: as each mirror reflects the space
around it, multiplying the reflections in the other
mirrors to create an image with the symmetry of
a crystal.”19 Because of the mirror setting, the
coral seems to float in midair. Similarly, mirrors
appear in my performance installation6765 Miles
Away. The illusion in which I disappear from the
space and appear in another space is achieved
by setting a large photographof my home on my
studio floor in Providence. For true width, I install
anactual size “window” with a tilted Plexiglas
mirror on the real window in my studio, creating
an uncanny reflected apparition of me sitting on
the chair in my home in China. Optical illusions
are also applied to the work desk in my studio.
The audience first viewed my performance from
the door peephole, where they saw the image
of me sitting on the chair reflected in the mirror,
andassumed this image to be the window of
the studio space. In reality, I was lying on the
photograph on the floor near to the desk. Also
a mirror was set in between the desk legs, thus
the desk appears to be open underneath and
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door, vinyl number, peephole, plexiglass, furnitures,
photograph
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2015.12
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6765 Miles Away
door, vinyl number, peephole, plexiglass, furnitures,
photograph
performance
2015.12
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empty behind it. After
the audience opened the
door and walked into my
studio, they saw that I
was reading a book in a
strange gesture on the
floor. Then, I stood up,
left both the floor and the
image in the “window”,
and walked back to
reality.
Besides the mirror
illusion, Smithson’s
Corner Mirror with Coral
is one of his works titled
Non-sites. “Instead of
putting a work of art on
some land, some land
is put into the work of
art,”20 Smithson said. Corner Mirror with Coral
is an indoor work containing substances from an
outdoor site.21 The concept of “nonsite" in this
work resonates with my own interests. In my
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6765 Miles Away
door, vinyl number, peephole,
plexiglass, furnitures,
photograph
performance
2015.12
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performance installation 6765 Miles Away came, I
try to translate a space, a time, and my experience
to the “nonsite” and create a connection from the
reality to the space far away.
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Position
chair
photograph
2015.11
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Menu
menus, microscope, chopsticks, napkins, spoons, food
performance
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I packed my bags, headed
to America,saw the sights,
breathed the foreign air,
andthen I was dining in an
American restaurant. Food
is one of the greatest and
easiest ways to experience
the culture of any country.
I think that I should not
just stick with what I know.
I need to be brave and
order something unfamiliar.
However, when I opened the
menu, I found that almost
everything is unfamiliar to me.
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Menu
menus, microscope, chopsticks, napkins, spoons, food
performance
2015.4

MENU

Menu is a project in response to the
experiences I have when I eat at a foreign
restaurant. I examine the differences between
ordering and ordering blind. How do guests order
food when they confront an unknown menu — is
it image, description, or their imagination?
Menu, is the participatory project based
on my personal experience in my transformed
studio as a “Chinese restaurant.” Visitors become
guests in my studio. I carefully prepared six
Chinese dishes, and invited six people to sit
down on the chairs around the table with plates,
chopsticks, spoons, napkins, and menus in my
studio. As the guests sat down and opened the
menu, I invited them to order the food from the
menu. Then, I served food based on what they
ordered. The menu consisted of food images
captured by a microscope, and the Chinese names
of each food spelled in English letters but using
the Chinese phonetic system. When the guests
first saw the menu, the food was unrecognizable
because the images were over-magnified. Neither
thedescriptionsnor images provided clues. Even
though they tried to read the words, they could
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Chinese Food Delivery
paper, boxes, napkins, chopsticks, fortune cokkie, TV screen
installation, video
2015.4

102

103

MENU

not understand the meaning of the words,
because the descriptions are not actually in
English. For Chinese speakers, the meaning was
revealed after they read the words. However, they
would not know what food they had ordered until
they saw the food, or even tasted the food.
I used a similar approach with the project
in a hallway display case, again inviting people to
participate in my project by ordering food. In this
situation, I set up the display case to be a food
order window, offering a menu, some chopsticks
in a Chinese take out box, many napkins in
another box, and an instruction sheet that said
“ORDER” and my contact information. People
could look at the menu as they walked by, and
order food by sending me an email or text. A
video was played on the TV screen next to the
display case. The video showedme preparing a
particular dish. I cut and cleaned meat, stir-fried
vegetables, mixed these with rice, and seasoned
the food. This video provided the viewers with
clues about what kind of food they might receive.
People ordered the food, not according to the
dietary preference, but according to their visual
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preference for the image in the menu, or the
association of the memory with the description
of the food. When I received the order, I
scheduledthe time and place with the person,
and delivered the food I cooked to the person.
Then we had a conversation about the food both
in my cultural background as compared to the
other person’s cultural background. In the hallway
display case project, I used food as a catalyst and
medium for communicating and sharing culinary
culture between myself and individual people.
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Cooking Hot Night
glass, glass hotshop tools, utencils, food
performance
2015.4
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Cooking Hot Night was about
creating a dinner culture
within the glass hot shop.
By highlighting differences
between Chinese and
Western dinner culture over
sharing food, it compares the
home kitchen to the glass hot
shop.The collective labor of
cooking is performed through
the exchange of food.
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In the Chinese dinner format, dishes are served in
the middle of the table for everyone to share.Each
person uses a small personal plate to hold the
food taken from the common plates at the center
of the table over course of the meal. This allows
everyone to enjoy a diversified meal as everyone
can eat many different dishes, or they can choose
to enjoy one dish at a time. However, this dinner
culture difference has brought about trouble
and embarrassment to American people. Even
in Chinese restaurants, I can only eat Chinese
dishes in the American way. Many typical Chinese
dishes are adapted to the tastes of Americans.
Because of the westernized dinner culture, I have
not experienced a big family style dinner here, in
Providence, until I made the project Cooking Hot
Night.
In response to the family idea, I organized a
well-orchestrated performance that involved my
“family members” in the glass department, and
used hot glass in the hot shop as our “stove”.
A very important part of family meals is bringing
everyone together. The viewers/participants
were both those in Glass and visitors from other
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departments, and through the Chinese ritual of
cooking and eating they were brought together.
Each person participated in the cooking process in
different ways, like cutting food, ladling hot glass,
recycling cold glass, stirring food, and so on. After
we finished with the cooking, we ate the meal
together in the Chinese style. This performance
was a melding of the glass demo, a theatrical play,
and an actual family meal.
I read James R. Oestreich's article “In Lee
Mingwei’s ‘Sonic Blossom’ at the Met, Schubert
Is Intimate Installation Art” with great interest
because I saw in it concerns relevant to my
own studio practice. Lee Mingwei’s interactive
installation, Sonic Blossom, which is an intimate
singing performance in the Metropolitan Museum
of Art. The author wrote about his appreciation
of ‘Sonic Blossom’, and the concept behind the
work. The article helped me to think more about
my exploration of performance art. In this article,
I found answers to the questions: How are
performance art and performing arts different?
And how does one present the concept behind
performance art? Mr. Lee’s Sonic Blossom is not
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a real concert for the audience. Performing arts
are less interactive and demand that the audience
keep more of a distance. In a performance art
piece, the author wrote in his article,”Mr. Lee’s
current concerns, obviously, are with direct human
contact, communication and giving.”22
Since I had seen the artist’s Sonic Blossom
at the Museum of Fine Arts, what the article
reviewed resonated with my experience on this
project and led me to thoughtful consideration.
In the article, the author said he had a deeply
emotional response to Mr. Lee’s work. One of
the important aspects of a good performance art
piece is engaging the audience. The artist chose
a Schubert song as a gift to evoke the audience’s
emotions. A gift is bestowed freely. It is different
from trading. A person who got a gift from a
stranger might be suspicious, or happy, or moved.
The audience’s emotion could have complicated
variations in the process of gift receiving. When
I was appreciating Mr. Lee’s work, I took notice
of an Asian girl who accepted the invitation
hesitantly. When she sat down, she looked a bit
nervous. I saw that she swallowed occasionally
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and took a deep breath at the beginning, which I
took as a signal that she was embarrassed when
other visitors were looking at her. However, when
the singer started the song, the girl became
serene. I felt she was ready to receive the gift.
The connection between the singer and the girl
was building and transcended the hubbub of the
museum. The voice was impressive. Although
the listener could not understand the lyrics, she
gazed in appreciation at the performer. After the
whole song, she said, “Thank you very much!”
with a smile. In this project, we were all engaged
by the gift that can transcend boundaries between
strangers. As Oestreich said in the article,“I can
attest that for an attentive listener the effect can
be intense and powerful.”23 I agree with him. The
voice from the singer penetrated into one’s heart
directly. That is a feeling I did not get from looking
at the paintings around the interactive installation.
The set-up in this interactive installation had
careful consideration. The singer wore a costume
with Japanese flower patterns, which represents
a mystical creature in Japan.
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The author wrote,“The cloaks, he added, are
meant to make the singers feel like demigods,
bringing beauty into the world.”24 The singer
led the audience member, chosen by using her
heart, to a special chair in the museum, and stood
a short distance away where an audio device
was set up on a shelf behind her. When the
singer sang for the audience, her beautiful voice
resounded through the museum. A gift was not
only given to one receiver sitting on the chair, but
also to all visitors in the museum.
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Lee Mingwei
Sonic Blossom
2015
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"Once you leave home,
then it’s not the same anymore."
—Do Ho Suh
Through the writing of this thesis, I realized
that the interests that define my artistic voice
are shaped by my own experience of leaving
home. I came to RISD from China with the aim of
achieving the highest level of knowledge in the
glass art field—the medium through which I had
developed my earlier work. Now, as I approach
the culmination of my graduate studies, I look
towards the even broader possibilities that lie
before me, and feel a great sense of eagerness. I
have come to appreciate the cultural differences
I have experienced here, as they inspired me to
make this body of work that combines aspects
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of two cultures to create my own cross-cultural
spaces. The specific conditions under which
I made these works are fleeting, since I am
gradually adjusting to American culture. If I
were to stay longer here, my work would move
in a different direction, and no longer be about
these dissonances. However, if I were to return
to China, the same thing might happen, since I
will be returning to a familiar culture. Perhaps
this theme will be only a fleeting moment in my
artistic career, or perhaps it will show up in my
work in subtler ways. The future is uncertain.
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